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Field Crops Newsletter:
In General:
This letter was delayed a few days so that I could
include a few ideas from the Cotton Shortcourse. It’s apparent
that we will have a lot of ground to cover getting ready for next
year’s crop. I will try to sift through as much of it as I can and
give you the “condensed version” if that’s possible.
Cotton:

All of the seed companies will soon be making the
rounds of local, area, and national meetings with information
about their varieties. They will be talking about their new
introductions, and showing as much positive information as
possible. We know they have some very strong varieties right
now; they will be tough to replace. In his talk at the Cotton
Shortcourse, Dr. Bill Merideth slipped in the casual comment
that varieties may actually be partly responsible for increased
yields in the last two years. He still was not willing to say a lot
about this, sticking to his guns about the influence of
environmental conditions. In one study he discussed, he
compared a group of older varieties with some of the more
recent and current ones. The mean yield of the two sets of
varieties was exactly the same. I couldn’t help grinning a little
when he looked out at the group and said; “Honest; that’s the
way it came out.” He cautioned that the later maturing varieties
that are performing so well for us right now may cause problems
when we have that early fall we all know is coming.
We will have a choice between Bollgard and
Widestrike next year for Heliothis protection. Both utilize the
Bt gene, but the method of delivery will be somewhat different.
Both are still less-than-perfect with regard to bollworm control.
The only point that concerns me is that Bt expression in the
terminals may a little slow with Widestrike; scouting methods
may need to be adjusted to take this fact into account. Activity
on older fruit may actually be improved with Widestrike, but I
want to wait and see it in the field. From what I can gather,
Bollgard II and Widestrike may be very similar in performance
overall. I believe they should be tried in limited amounts this
next year. There will be little interest in changing quickly to
either of these two new technologies because the varieties we
have are performing well. VIP cotton, which is still another
type of Bt is still down-the-road a ways, and we are not likely to
see it next year except possibly in test plots.
The data is not ready for publication on the economic
analysis for varieties; however Dr. Steve Martin went so far as
to say that economic returns closely followed actual yields this
year. The top yielding variety statewide was also the top
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money-maker, and the top-yielding group followed suit in
almost the same order as their yields. It looks like we may have
finally broken out of the “trap” that would not allow us to have
both high yield and good quality. There was one experimental
variety near the top, but it has a serious mike problem. Chances
are we will not see it come to the market anyway.
The Cotton Shortcourse did not have a stated theme;
but the main thread that wound itself through almost every talk
was quality. Ed Jernigan from the “Jernigan Group” stressed
that we need to listen to our customers (mainly China) and work
toward supplying them the quality they want. He and others
stressed length, micronaire, strength, and uniformity, but I guess
the thing that the biggest eye-opener for me was when Mike
Watson with Cotton Incorporated stressed how many complaints
are about contamination. He showed a photo of contaminants
removed by cleaners at a Chinese mill showing rags, pieces of
trash bags, rope, and a lot of other stuff I could not recognize.
You see this just like I do; fields along roads always have trash
bags, plastic pop bottles, and everything else one might imagine.
He also mentioned the problem of PVC from bale coverings that
gets into the cotton. I know we can’t fix all it overnight, but we
need to pay more attention to this.
With the tremendous crop and the glut of cotton all
over the world, it’s difficult to plan for next year until things
shake out a little more, but it’s apparent we need to clean up our
act on a few things if we are going to compete with other
countries that have more consistent supplies of higher quality
cotton. From soil fertility and variety selection to defoliation
and harvesting we can improve our chances for higher quality at
several points; keep this in your mind as you plan for next year.
Corn:

Corn is also overflowing the bins this year, and prices
continue to drop. This is discouraging, but we’ve seen this kind
of corn market before. We have a few weeks for it to find a
home, and maybe things will look a little brighter in time for us
to decide on plantings for 2005. The trouble with corn is that
we have to commit very early and get seed bought in order to
get the best varieties. This will be especially important this year
since we need to consider more carefully the issue of disease
tolerance as we make variety choices. Fortunately, a good set of
ratings were made in the variety tests last year, and we have
good information on which varieties may be expected to tolerate
both Northern and Southern leaf blights. There are quite a few
varieties that had good ratings, but a lot of them are actually

new varieties that we know very little about otherwise. If
possible, we need to choose from among the ones we have
grown successfully that also have good ratings.
Disease ratings should not be the only criteria for
selecting varieties. Some of the varieties that were affected by
the blights in 2004 were also capable of producing high yields
even with the leaf blights present. You should first look at
varieties just like you have in the past; then compare the disease
ratings for the ones you might want to grow, and cull the ones
with the worst disease ratings. I am willing to help with this,
and I will be studying the lists myself. There is just too much
information to try and include it here; we will have to get
together and look at it. I may try to set up a couple of meetings
on this after the first of the year; let me know if you think this
would help you.
Another big issue for corn, and other crops too, will be
price and availability of fertilizers. Not only will prices
probably be very high; some of the well-known authorities on
fertilizers are starting to talk about whether there will be
adequate supplies for the crop in 2005. The first thing we start
thinking about when this kind of talk gets started is the idea of
switching to a crop like soybean, but the problem of soybean
rust has now been thrown into the mix.
Soybeans:
Following the announcement that soybean rust had
been confirmed in Louisiana, the soybean market reacted with a
“spike” that initially looked like a runaway. However, as soon
as the initial shock had worn off a few days later the trend
turned back downward and soybean prices returned to about
where they were prior to the news. For a market “outsider” like
myself, this seems surprising since this disease will likely
impact soybean production more than any single factor since the
Carter embargo. Somehow, I feel like this market is in “denial”
that this thing is real. It seems to be reacting as some producers
are and saying “This is really not a big deal.” This is a “big
deal”, and it will likely cause some big problems if people do
not prepare for it and follow the practices needed to deal with it.
I suggest to you that if you have a problem believing that
Soybean Rust is a bona-fide problem, and that you plan to just
“ride it out”, you should include few if any soybeans in your
game plan for next year. Normally it’s not a good idea to use a
color photo in a black-and-white publication, but this one from a
presentation by Dr. Monte Miles, ARS shows enough contrast
between untreated soybeans on the left and treated on the right
to tell the story even in black and white.

Since Dr. Alan Blaine started promoting the early
soybean management system that was tested and proven by Dr.
Larry Heatherly and others, Mississippi has moved its soybean
planting date about a month earlier than surrounding states, and
Mississippi soybean producers plant the bulk of their crop to
early-maturing varieties. Along with these changes, the best
varieties have been promoted, and the use of foliar fungicides
has increased for control of diseases like Late Season
Cercospera, Frogeye, Aerial Web Blight, and others.
Since we have not been able (fortunately) to study
Soybean Rust in the U.S., we must rely on work done in other
parts of the world. A study conducted in Africa in 1999 showed
that the disease was well controlled with three well-timed
fungicide applications; (Levy, C., Rattray Arnold Research
Station, Enterprise, Zimbabwe).
Without knowing it, we have been preparing for
something like Soybean Rust for years. Those producers who
are already following good practices have come a long way
toward being ready for a disease like this, and it is very possible
that the addition of one or possibly two more timely fungicide
applications to their existing program will allow these growers
to continue producing very good soybean yields. I should say
that this is my own opinion, and others should not be faulted if I
am wrong.
For the strong-at-heart, this may actually be an
opportunity, especially if soybean prices respond as they should
prior to planting. A lot of people depend on U.S. soybean
production, and I believe we can prove that we can deal with
this challenge as well as, and probably better than, other
soybean producing nations that have lived with the problem for
a while already.
In Conclusion:
I don’t have a lot to add,, so I’ll use this space for a
better purpose. This is the Christmas season, the time for
celebrating the birth of Jesus. This season has taken on a lot of
trappings, but in fact it has not changed in 2004 years.
Remember our military men and women who will not see their
families because they are serving our country. Merry
Christmas!
Sincerely,

Ernest H. Flint, Ph.D., CCA
Area Agent – Agronomic Crops

